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COMPARISON OF DISTANCES BY THE ISTHMIAN 
CANAL AND OTHER ROUTES. 



EMORY R. JOHNSON. 

In determining what commerce would use an isthmian canal, the 
fact of most fundamental importance is the effect which the new 
waterway will have on the ocean distances between the trade cen- 
tres adjacent to the Atlantic, and those in and about the Pacific. 
The length of the route determines the time of the voyage, and, in 
general, the commerce of the world is so conducted as to minimize 
distances as much as the conditions of ocean navigation and inter- 
national exchanges permit. Accordingly, a discussion of the traffic 
of an isthmian canal should be preceded by a comparison of the dis- 
tances between the Atlantic and Pacific, by way of the American 
isthmus, with those by way of the various routes now followed. 
This comparison can best be made by means of a series of tables,* 
giving the distances by alternative routes between the most impor- 
tant commercial centres. In most respects the tables are self-inter- 
pretative. The distances are expressed in nautical miles, and the 
figures used in compiling the tables were furnished by the United 
States Hydrographic Office. The length of each canal is reckoned 
in nautical miles, the Nicaragua Canal being 161 nautical miles 
long, the Panama 41, and the Suez 88. 

In the first table a comparison is made between the distances 
by the Nicaragua Canal with those by the Straits of Magellan 
between the Atlantic and Gulf seaboard of the United States 
and the west coast of North, Central, and South America. This 
table compares the distances by way of the Nicaragua Canal 
with those through the Straits of Magellan, from the chief ports 
of our Atlantic. and Gulf seaboard, extending from Portland and 
Galveston to thirteen representative ports on the west coast of 
the American continents. Coronel, the most southerly of the west 
coast ports mentioned in the table, is situated within two or three 
hundred miles of the southern limits of the industrial section of 
Chile. It is also an important coaling port at the present time. It 
will be observed that the distance from New York to Coronel, by 
way of the Nicaragua Canal, is 3,069 miles less than the present 
route through the Straits of Magellan. 

* Tables I-VIII on pages 169-176. 
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The effect of an isthmian canal upon the length of ocean routes, 
connecting our Eastern seaboard with the west coast of the three 
Americas, is well shown by comparing the distances by way of the 
Nicaragua Canal and the Straits of Magellan from New York, the 
largest Atlantic port, and from New Orleans, the largest Gulf port, 
to San Francisco, the representative west coast city of the United 
States; to Iquique, the centre of the nitrate of soda section; and to 
Coronel, in southern Chile. This comparison is shown in the fol- 
lowing table: 





New York. 


New Orleans. 




via 
nicaragua. 


VIA 
MAGELLAN. 


via 
nicaragua. 


VIA 
MAGELLAN. 




4,921 

4.393 
5,i6i 


13,714 
9,221 
8,230 


4,118 
3,590 
4,358 


14,114 
9,621 
8,360 









In Table II the distances from representative European ports 
to the west coast of the American continents by the Nicaragua and 
Magellan routes are given. 

The European ports included in Table II are so situated that 
the distances from them to Pacific ports typify the distances from 
the leading industrial and commercial centres of Europe. It will 
be observed that the distance from Liverpool to Coronel, by way of 
the Nicaragua Canal, will be 709 miles less than by the route through 
the Straits of Magellan. The route to the nitrate port of Iquique 
will be shortened 2,468 miles. San Francisco will be brought 6,433 
miles nearer to Liverpool, and 5,780 miles nearer to Gibraltar. 

In Tables III, IV and V the distances from the Atlantic Ameri- 
can ports to Pacific countries, by way of a Nicaragua Canal and by 
way of existing routes, are compared. 

In Table III the distances from representative ports of the 
Atlantic and Gulf to Yokohama, Shanghai, and Hong Kong by way 
of the various alternative routes are given. The distances given 
in the table are those which a vessel would take in going by actual 
commercial routes. It has been deemed more important to deal 
with distances by commercial routes rather than by the shortest 
possible course. The shortest route from the American isthmus 
to Japan or China is by way of the Great Circle. The distance 
from Brito to Yokohama direct is 7,122; via Magdalena Bay, 
Lower California, 7,144; via San Francisco, 7,236; and via Hono- 
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lulu, 7,610. By the Great Circle route a vessel can call at San 
Francisco by adding only 114 miles to its voyage; and with this 
call at San Francisco included, the distance from New York to 
Shanghai by the Great Circle and Yokohama is 374 miles less than 
via Honolulu and Yokohama. The Nicaragua route is shorter than 
the Suez route for all Asiatic points mentioned in the table, the 
advantages of the Nicaragua route being greater for our Gulf ports 
than for those on the Atlantic. Especial note may be made of the 
fact that the distance to Hong Kong by way of Honolulu, Guam, 
and Manila is considerably greater than by a route which enables 
a vessel to call en route at San Francisco, Yokohama, and Shang- 
hai. The latter route is 536 miles less for a vessel starting from 
New York. 

In order to compare the distances by various routes connecting 
our eastern seaboard with Manila, Table IV has been prepared. 

It will be seen in the table that the distance from New York to 
Manila by way of San Francisco, the Great Circle and Yokohama 
is 11,207 miles, and that the distance by way of Honolulu and 
Guam is 11,274 miles. The Suez route is longer than either of 
these routes, being 11,601 miles. A vessel bound from New York 
or New Orleans, or any other Eastern seaport to Manila, can call 
at San Francisco, Yokohama, and Hong Kong en route by adding 
720 miles to the length of a voyage by way of Honolulu and Guam. 
Manila, it will also be noticed, is somewhat nearer the eastern part 
of the United States by way of the Nicaragua Canal than by way 
of Suez. 

The manner in which the Nicaragua Canal would affect the dis- 
tances between our eastern seaboard and Australia is shown by 
Table V. 

The distance from New York to Australia by the Cape of Good 
Hope is practically the same as by the Suez Canal, and the Cape 
route has the advantage of more favourable winds and currents and 
of a cooler temperature. Vessels going from our eastern coast to 
Australia always round the Cape; accordingly, the comparisons of 
Table V are between the Nicaragua and Good Hope routes. 
Steamers bound for Australia via the Cape usually call at St. Vin- 
cent for coal; hence the distances given in the table include a call 
at that island. The route between the American isthmus and Aus- 
tralia and New Zealand is by way of the centrally-located Island of 
Tahiti, which may become an important coaling station upon the 
opening of the Isthmian Canal. 

New York is 3,982 miles nearer Sydney by way of Brito and 
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Tahiti than via St. Vincent, Good Hope, Adelaide, and Melbourne. 
Adelaide is 1,816* miles nearer New York, and 3,587 miles nearer 
New Orleans hy Brito and Tahiti than by Good Hope. Wellington 
will be brought 5,617 f miles nearer New York by a Nicaragua 
Canal. 

In Table VI the distances from Liverpool to Australasia and 
the Orient by way of the Nicaragua and Suez routes are con- 
trasted. 

With the exception of Wellington, the Pacific ports named in 
Table VI are nearer Liverpool via the Suez Canal than by way of 
Nicaragua. From Liverpool to Sydney, however, the distance via 
Brito and Tahiti is only 172 miles more than via Suez, Colombo, 
Adelaide, and Melbourne. Yokohama is but 547 miles farther from 
Liverpool via Brito and San Francisco than via the easterly route. 

The route from Liverpool to Japan and China by way of the 
American isthmus passes close to both the Atlantic and Pacific 
seaboards of the United States. A vessel would add but 323 miles 
to the length of the voyage from Liverpool to Greytown by calling 
at New York city, the port ordinarily having the largest foreign com- 
merce of any city in the world, and an export traffic going in all direc- 
tions. By calling at the South Atlantic or Gulf ports of the United 
States, the raw and manufactured cotton which is exported in large 
quantities from the United States across the Pacific could be added 
to the vessel's cargo. A call at San Francisco or some other west 
coast port of the United States would enable the vessel to partici- 
pate in the grain and lumber trade from the United States to Ori- 
ental countries. If the vessel making the trip from Liverpool to 
Asia is sailed under the American flag, it can participate in the 
coasting trade between the two seaboards of the United States. 

The line connecting the places equidistant from Liverpool by 
way of the Nicaragua and Suez routes passes between New Zealand 
and Australia, runs east of the main island of Japan, and touches 
the continent of Asia on the Manchurian coast, some distance 
north of Vladivostok. As far as distance alone is determinative, 
the commerce of Liverpool with Australia and the Far East is 
tributary to the Suez route; but the commercial factors other than 
distance will, in all probability, so affect the routes of trade as to 

* Omitting stop at Tahiti would add 52- miles to this figure; and if Melbourne 
were reached by Wellington rather than by Sydney it should be increased by 232 
miles. 

f Omitting stop at Tahiti would add 185 miles to this figure. 
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cause some of the outbound and inbound trade of Liverpool with 
the East to make use of the westerly route. 

For the purpose of showing the relative advantages, as far as 
distance is concerned, which New York and Liverpool will possess 
for the Eastern trade after the isthmian canal has been completed, 
Table VII has been prepared. 

New York will be nearer than Liverpool to New Zealand and 
the commercially important half of Australia. Liverpool, by way 
of the Suez route, will be nearer than New York by way of the 
Nicaragua route to the Philippines, Hong Kong, and Southern 
Asia. Shanghai will be almost the same distance from New York 
as from Liverpool. The advantage in favour of New York by way 
of Brito, San Francisco, the Great Circle, and Yokohama being 83 
miles, the route from Liverpool by way of the Suez, including 
a call at Colombo, Singapore, and Hong Kong, Northern China, 
Manchuria, and Japan, will be considerably nearer New York than 
to Liverpool. 

The line connecting the points equally distant from Liverpool 
and New York by the Suez and Nicaragua routes respectively, 
runs through the central part of Australia, through the western 
part of New Guinea, east of the Philippine Islands, and touches 
the mainland of Asia a little north of Shanghai. 

Tables I-VII show the effect which a Nicaragua Canal would 
have upon the ocean distances from our eastern seaboard to the 
Pacific countries of America, Australia, and Asia. These tables 
also show the manner in which the comparative distances from our 
eastern seaboard and from Europe would be modified by a Nica- 
ragua Canal. In Table VIII the Nicaragua and Panama Canal 
routes are contrasted, and the distances from typical Atlantic and 
Gulf ports of the United States and from representative European 
cities to the western coast of the American continents and to 
trans-Pacific countries by way of each canal route are given. 

Table VIII shows very clearly that the Panama route is the 
more advantageous for the West South American trade, both with 
Europe and the United States. For the commerce of Europe and 
the United States with every other Pacific country, with the excep- 
tion of New Zealand, to which the distances are practically equal, 
the Nicaragua is shorter than the Panama route. If the call be 
made at Tahiti on the voyage between Wellington and the Amer- 
ican isthmus, the Nicaragua route is somewhat shorter than the 
one across Panama for the trade of North Atlantic countries with 
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New Zealand. If this voyage be made without the call at Tahiti, 
distance by way of the two canal routes is practically the same. 

For convenience of comparison the following brief table is 
serviceable. The distances from New York, New Orleans, and 
Liverpool by way of the Nicaragua and Panama canal routes to 
San Francisco, Yokohama, Hong Kong, Sydney, Wellington, and 
Iquique are shown: 

DISTANCES FROM NEW YORK, NEW ORLEANS AND LIVERPOOL 
VIA NICARAGUA AND PANAMA TO PACIFIC PORTS. 





New York. 


New Orleans. 


Liverpool. 




NICARAGUA. 


PANAMA. 


NICARAGUA. 


PANAMA. 


NICARAGUA. 


PANAMA. 




4,921 

9.457 
11,366 
9.676 
8,716 
4,393 


5.299 
9.835 

H.744 
9,852 
8,892 
4,021 


4,Il8 

8,654 

10,563 

8,873 

7,9!3 
3,590 


4,698 
9.234 
11,143 
9.251 
8,291 
3,420 


7,651 
12,187 
14,096 
12,406 
11,446 

7,123 


8,038 

12,574 
14,483 
12,591 
11,631' 
6,670 


Sydney via Tahiti .... 
Wellington via Tahiti . 
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Comparison of Distances by the 



IV.— DISTANCES FROM AMERICAN ATLANTIC PORTS TO MANILA 
VIA NICARAGUA AND SUEZ ROUTES. 



FROM 


VIA 

SAN 

FRANCISCO, 

GREAT CIRCLE 

AND 

YOKOHAMA 


VIA 
HONOLULU 

AND 
YOKOHAMA. 


VIA 

HONOLULU, 

YOKOHAMA, 

SHANGHAI 

AND 

HONG KONG. 


VIA 

HONOLULU 

AND 

GUAM. 


VIA 

SUEZ, 

COLOMBO, 

SINGAPORE. 


Portland 


11,402 

11,367 
11,207 
11,147 
11,127 
10,997 
I0,7H 
10,717 
IO,667 
IO,264 
10,370 
IO,397 
10,404 
10,587 


11,776 
11,741 
II,58l 
11,521 
11,501 
H,37I 
H,085 
11,091 
11,041 
IO,638 

IO,744 
IO,77I 
IO,778 
IO,96l 


12,563 
12,528 
12,368 
12,308 
12,288 

I2,t58 
11,872 
11,878 
11,828 
11,425 
ii,53i 
",558 
",565 
H.748 


11,469 

11,434 

11,274 

11,214 

11,194 

11,064 
10,778 
10,784 

10,734 
10,331 
io,437 
10,464 
10,471 
10,654 


11,367 
11,407 
II,60I 








11,744 
11,889 
11,764 
12,019 
12,094 
12,174 
12,266 
12,870 




Norfolk 










12,912 
12,966 
13,148 







* The route to Greytown via west end of Cuba is 69 miles less. 
+ The route to Greytown via west end of Cuba is 104 miles less. 
% The route to Greytown via west end of Cuba is 136 miles less. 
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